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Air controllers fired in 1996 still not reinstated
Most of the 94 air-traffic controllers in Panama that were dismissed by presidential order during
a strike last November (see NotiCen, 01/16/96) are still out of a job. Although 16 of the 94 were
reinstated, the remainder have not received any offers for rehire from the governing board of the
civil aviation authority (Aeronautica Civil), according to Claudio Dutary, vice president of the air-
traffic controllers union (Asociacion Panamena de Controladores de Transito Aereo, APACTA).
By law, if the controllers were to be given their jobs back, they would have had to be rehired by Jan.
22. The governing board of Aeronautica Civil has also been slow to pay the nonreinstated workers
a total of US$100,000 in compensation for unused vacation time. APACTA has filed an appeal with
Aeronautica Civil for payment of the vacation time and another for reinstatement of all the fired
workers. Dutary said in February that the union will take its case to the Supreme Court if necessary.
Meanwhile, APACTA has warned the traveling public against flying into Panamanian airports as
long as the air-traffic control system is understaffed. Dutary said that the Paitilla Marcos Gelabert
airport no longer has any controllers. APACTA has also appealed to President Ernesto Perez
Balladares with a similar warning and a demand for payment of vacation time.
Candidate for human rights ombud calls for reform of office
The Legislative Assembly is considering candidates for the office of ombud (Defensoria del Pueblo),
which was created on Feb. 5. The law setting up the office was roundly criticized, and the project
is still controversial as the search for a director goes forward (see NotiCen, 03/06/97). The Human
Rights Committee of the Legislative Assembly began holding open hearings on the selection process
in February. The committee will send names of candidates to the full Assembly, which must vote on
the nomination within 30 days.
One of the candidates, Alcibiades Gonzalez, mayor of the Caribbean port city of Colon, has
repeated some of the objections made against the law when it was debated last year. He wants the
appointment process amended to distance the office from the executive and the governing Partido
Revolucionario Democratico (PRD), which controls the Assembly.
Gonzalez proposed that the first director chosen by the Assembly serve only a year or two to set up
the necessary administrative structures and then be replaced by a director chosen through popular
election. He also suggested that the salary being offered is unnecessarily high and should either be
reduced or part of it donated to charity. If elected, Gonzalez said he would work to carry out these
and other changes in the law to make the office politically independent.
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Law establishing autonomous regions divides Guaymi leadership
A new law setting up autonomous regions (comarcas) for two indigenous Guaymi groups the Ngobe
and Bugle has effectively split the Guaymi leadership into bickering factions. The law, signed by the
president in January, covers traditional Guaymi lands in the western provinces of Bocas del Toro,
Veraguas, and Chiriqui, but without including a key demand of the Guaymi General Congress that
the comarcas be given veto power over mining concessions within their boundaries (see NotiSur of
Latin American Economic Affairs, 05/16/96, and NotiCen, 10/24/96 and 01/23/97).
The top leadership of the General Congress effusively thanked the legislators for passing the
comarca law. Marcelino Montezuma, president of the General Congress, said the law guaranteed
the cultural survival of the Ngobe-Bugle. Perez Balladares said the law would guarantee Indian
property, religious beliefs, language, and customs. While Montezuma and Perez Balladares focused
on the comarca as a protective enclave of Guaymi land and culture, other leaders saw it as a sellout
to mining and other outside interests. Dissenting Guaymi leaders are prepared to protest the
government's failure to revoke the mining concession awarded to the Panacobre mining company in
Cerro Gordo, in Chiriqui province.
The Guaymi leadership council in Veraguas formally rejected the new law and is planning to renew
the fight against Panacobre. Camilo Ortega, chief of the Veraguas Guaymi, and Francisco Acosta,
secretary of the Guaymi Regional Congress in Veraguas, warned that they would use force to protest
the law.
Ortega objected that the comarca in Veraguas omits three Guaymi population centers so as to
"sell lands that belong to the Ngobe-Bugle." He called the General Congress officers "traitors" for
striking a deal with the government. Acosta went further, announcing that the Regional Congress
had withdrawn recognition from Montezuma and the leadership of the General Congress because
the Guaymi had never authorized them to negotiate with the government.
In Bocas del Toro province, Regional Congress president Hermelinda Bonilla warned that her
people would "continue the struggle for the expulsion of mining projects that do not comply with
legal requirements." Some observers took this and other warnings as indications that the comarca
law may not resolve the controversy over mining concessions. [Sources: La Prensa (Panama),
01/29/97; El Siglo (Panama), 01/17/97, 02/07/97, 02/18/97, 02/21/97; Inter Press Service, 03/08/97; El
Panama America, 01/29/97, 03/30/97]
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